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CONTEXT
Last year the state of Georgia implemented a new writing assessment
for fifth grade students. Teachers received their initial training on the new
assessment in August. However, most teachers continued to teach the way they
had always taught writing, and as a result, the statewide scores did not meet
the Georgia standards for writing
Heritage Elementary School, where I am the literacy coach, is a school that
is known for its good test scores (CRCT average 89%), so when the fifth grade
writing scores came back this year at 43% we knew we had a problem that
needed immediate attention. Teachers do not feel comfortable teaching writing
and often this subject is set aside due to a lack of time. In addition, students
typically do not like to write. I have observed classrooms at other schools in
which students participate in a writers’ workshop approach. The students seem
more engaged and, as a result, the writing they produce is of a better quality.
As the literacy coach at Heritage Elementary School, I am planning to
work with the fifth grade teachers to implement a writers’ workshop approach
for the teaching of writing. I will use a “gradual release of responsibility”
model of coaching as I work with these teachers. This will involve my entering
the classrooms to model the writer’s workshop to the class and to continue to
observe and coach the teachers as they become familiar with this new approach.
I will provide ongoing support by continued demonstrations in all areas
of writing and working with teachers to understand the new state writing
assessment process.
Writer’s workshop is an approach in a comprehensive literacy program
that requires teachers to set aside one hour for daily writing instruction and
practice. Writer’s workshop follows the following format: a 10-15 minute minilesson on some aspect of writing and 40-45 minutes of independent writing
by students. During this time the teacher is conferring individually, or in small
groups, with students. During the conference the teacher reads the writing
and asks the student to give input about their progress. The teacher provides
specific commentary on the student’s writing. The teacher keeps a log of these
conferences, referring to them on an ongoing basis so that she has a historical
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record of the student’s progress (or lack of).
By providing students with feedback through the use of specific
commentary and encouraging student assessment and reflection about their
own writing, I hope we can work collaboratively to change students’ attitudes
towards writing.
School Profile
Heritage Elementary School is the largest elementary school in Bibb
County. 866 students were enrolled for the 2005-2006 school year. There is
an ethnically diverse and racially balanced student population which includes
71 special education and 17 Limited English Proficiency students. Fifty-three
percent of the students qualified for free and/or reduced lunch.
The school employs one principal, two assistant principals, two counselors,
one literacy coach, one media specialist and one media clerk, two physical
education teachers, and forty-four classroom teachers (pre-kindergarten
through fifth grade). In the area of special education, Heritage has a self
contained MOD class, one resource teacher, one speech teacher, and two special
education teachers who use an inclusion model in regular education classrooms.
Heritage Elementary School is five years old and consistently meets AYP
(Adequate Yearly Progress), receiving a rating of Distinguished from this
organization. Heritage does not have Title One status and therefore receives no
additional funding.
Criterion Referenced Competency Test (CRCT) scores at Heritage
Elementary school average 89 percent according to the states annual report
card.
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
In a school where 89.7 percent of students generally score in the meets or
exceeds category on state tests, it came as a shock that Heritage did so poorly
on the state writing assessment. Only 43 percent of our students met the state
writing standard. Teachers who are considered to be highly qualified are at a
loss as to why their teaching methods are no longer working. Our fifth grade
classes are large, averaging twenty-six students in each of five classes, which
are within the state guidelines. Fifth grade is departmentalized with each of
the five teachers teaching a different subject. The fifth grade writing teacher is
left with about forty-five minutes per day to teach writing and language arts. In
addition to not having enough time, teachers are uncomfortable when teaching
writing. They are often unaware of good mentor texts, authors and current
research about teaching writing. Teachers are often not writers themselves and
therefore enthusiasm is missing when trying to teach it. Generally, students
themselves do not like to write. As the literacy coach, I plan to work
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collaboratively with the fifth grade teachers in maximizing the time for writing
by implementing writing workshop.
As a result of the circumstances described above, my research question is:
Will the implementation of “Writer’s Workshop” lead to improved writing
scores for fifth-grade students at Heritage Elementary School? The researcher
will work with the two fifth-grade teachers teaching six language arts classes
at Heritage Elementary School in Bibb County to establish writers’ workshop
in their classrooms.
This study is significant to education as a whole because writing scores
in this county are appalling. Even college-bound students often need to take
remedial writing courses before they can enter college. In the business world,
employers consistently state that the students coming to them are not prepared
for the technical writing involved in many jobs.
This study is significant to the school because we were embarrassed by
our students’ performance and want to improve our status in the system.
This study is significant to teachers because they will be exposed to current
research based practice for teaching reading. Their student’s test scores will
improve. Many schools now have a place on teacher evaluation instruments to
assess teachers based on their students standardized test scores. The study is
significant to students because without good writing skills they will not be able
to meet the demands of middle and high school writing classes.
Defining the Terms
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) is determined by looking at three factors:
test scores, attendance, and student participation in taking the test.
Gradual Release of Responsibility Model is a model that includes a “to,
with, and by approach to teaching and learning.” In this instance, the coach will
model or demonstrate to the teachers, they will then work side-by-side with the
coach as they teach students, gradually assuming all responsibility for teaching
their students.
Literacy Coach is a teacher without a classroom who helps other teachers
to recognize their strengths and weaknesses and supports them as they
endeavor to improve their practice. A literacy coach takes a non-evaluative role
when observing teacher practice.
Writers’ Workshop is an approach in a comprehensive literacy program
that requires teachers to set aside one hour for daily writing instruction and
practice including a 10-15 minute mini-lesson on some aspect of writing
and 40-45 minutes of independent writing by students. During this time the
teacher is conferring individually or in small groups with students about their
writing and providing specific commentary. The workshop concludes with a
5-10 minute sharing activity.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
This review of literature will include three ways of looking at Writers’
Workshop. I will examine the literature according to three criteria: teachers
as writers, students as writers, and the implementation of writers’ workshop
as teacher methodology for teaching writing. The present review is limited to
elementary teachers and students.
“Would you want to take dance lessons from a teacher who has never
danced, or piano lessons from a teacher who doesn’t play?” Fletcher and
Portalupi (2001) ask this important question in their book Writing Workshop:
The Essential Guide.
My review of the literature clearly shows that teachers who write are
better teachers of writing. “Teachers who write are in a better position to
guide students, provide useful feedback, and show the real value of writing”
(Augsburger, 1998). Augsburger (1998) and Grace (1999) both state that when
a teacher is also a writer, she is aligned with the problems that students as
writers face. She is aware of the struggles of a writer and cognizant of the fact
that writing is difficult. She knows what it feels like to receive feedback and in
turn this helps her to provide feedback to her students.
The authors go on to state that when a teacher writes she is part of the
community of writers within the classroom. She shows them her awkwardness
and makes herself vulnerable. A shift occurs in the classroom from the teacher
as omniscient to the teacher as a learner. The teacher as a writer is reaching
out to the students. As Augsburger (1998) poignantly states,
When I remember the agony of revision, the trials of collaboration,
writer’s block, deadlines, all-night and all-day writes, I know what I am really
asking my students to do when I ask them to write. (Augsburger, 1998)
Writing is a powerful form of communication and a teacher that spends
time writing shows the value of writing to her students. The teacher becomes
a model for working through the process of writing, not an assigner of
isolated tasks in writing. Graves, too, supports this when he states “I find
that teachers who write themselves as well as write with their students offer
their students greater flexibility and understanding” (Graves, 2004). While
I wholeheartedly agree with these educators, I am concerned about teachers
writing in the classroom. In my experience, when teachers are engaged in this
way the students have a tendency to be off-task. Students profit more from
the teacher being out among them monitoring and conferring with students.
Teachers must see themselves as writers, but be willing to commit to writing
outside of school.
I am of the opinion that most students do not like to write. They sit with
blank stares and empty notebooks waiting for divine inspiration and day after
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day what finally gets written is poorly constructed and empty of ideas. Gau
(2003) explains the probable cause for this when she states “students exhibit
a reluctance to write due to a lack of teacher training, poor teacher attitude,
students’ poor writing skills, students’ low self-esteem, structure of the school
day…” (Gau, Hermanson, Logar, & Smerek, 2003). I couldn’t agree more.
In my experience, I’ve found that educators make time for what they value.
When teachers consistently, year after year, push writing aside for other more
important subject matter and the federal government does not even include
writing in NCLB, what message are we imparting to our students? Gau et al
(2003) continue to state that in their research “increasing writing time and
providing frequent opportunities to write student attitudes toward writing
improved.” This is supported by (Strech, 1994) when she did action research on
the implementation of writer’s workshop in her third grade class. She found
that writing gained credibility with the students when it was done for authentic
purposes and in a student-centered writing workshop approach. “Results
showed that more students reported a positive attitude towards writing after
this treatment” (Strech, 1994). Bayer also found that when students participated
in a writer’s workshop approach to writing the “percentage of children who
looked forward to writing time almost doubled” (Bayer, 1999). Ray (2001)
illustrates:
The only way for students to understand writing as something they can
use in their lives (the driving force behind writing workshops) is for them to
have unlimited opportunities to find uses for it, to find their own what-they’llwrite-abouts. (Ray, 2001, 67)
During writers’ workshop, students have the time to write for authentic
purposes. “Writing is a process of discovery in which the teacher supplies the
structure and the students engage in the process” (Hudson, 1982).
“Writers need to talk about their writing. In writing workshops teachers
make room for students to get the different kinds and amounts of talk that
they need as writers” (Ray, 2001). Portalupi & Fletcher (2001) concur with
this when they state, “writing workshop challenges the idea that teachers talk
and students listen. Writing workshop puts students into an active stance,
both when they write and when they confer.” Anderson (2001) addresses the
importance of writing conferences to guide students to become better writers:
The point of the writing conference is to help students become better
writers. By “better writers” I mean writers who can use the strategies,
techniques, and ways of thinking about writing that we teach them
in today’s conferences on their own later when they work on future
pieces… It’s our job to invite students to set an agenda for the
conference… to ask questions about the students writing…to look at
student writing, to listen to student responses and give them feedback.
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(Anderson, 2001, 153)
The current thinking is that workshops allow students the complete package
of writing instruction: the direct instruction, the time to engage, and the
specific feedback necessary to grow as writers.
However, there are some real concerns when classroom teachers try to
put workshop into practice. Most “experts” advocating writing workshop
gloss over factors such as administrative support and student behavior (Taylor,
2000). Peg Sudol, a fifth grade teacher, encountered some real problems when
implementing writers’ workshop in her fifth grade classroom. She had difficulty
finding the time to do workshops. Another area of difficulty was “managing
the difference between her curriculum requirements which required student
to do certain types of writing, and Graves’, Calkins’, and Atwell’s insistence
that students write whatever they please” (Sudol & Sudol, 1991). Other critics
state that writing workshop lacks structure. Still others argue that writing
workshop as directed by Lucy Calkins is becoming too rigid and prescriptive
(Feinberg, 2007).
Recently, Donald Graves reviewed his last twenty years of writing
workshop. He compared his original thoughts to his beliefs today (Graves,
2004). Although some of his original beliefs about children wanting to write
are still applicable today, they are tempered by the research of the last 20
years. He credits Lucy Calkins with the advent of the mini-lesson in writing
workshop (Graves, 2004). This allows for explicit teaching in a more expedient
way than by conferences alone. He now believes that children’s writing should
not be limited to just personal narrative. New state writing standards and
assessment stress idea, organization, style and conventions as being important
to writing. Conventions account for only 20% in the overall assessment of
a writing piece in the Georgia state writing assessment, yet this is the only
area of writing that most teachers teach. Writing is either taught out of the
English book in isolated segments of language that students practice on skill
sheets or as a formulaic process.
In summary, most of the literature concurs that writing workshop
provides a better way to teach writing. It allows the structure and explicit
instruction necessary for fostering student writers.
METHODOLOGY
This study takes place at Heritage Elementary School in Bibb County,
Georgia. Throughout my study I worked with two fifth grade language arts
teachers responsible for teaching a total of 151 students in six classes. The
fifth grade at Heritage is departmentalized and the language arts teachers are
responsible for teaching English, reading, writing and spelling during a ninety
minute block of time each day.
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To gather the data for my research, I conducted interviews with both
language arts teachers prior to and upon completion of my study. I also
administered two student attitude surveys during this time. I used the state
writing rubric to analyze two sets of timed writing samples given eight weeks
apart.
I began the research by sending out a parental permission letter to all the
fifth grade students at Heritage Elementary School. Of the 151 letters that I
sent out, 101 were returned. I then rolled the dice and arrived at the number
three. From this I pulled every third student. This became my working sample
of thirty-three students. I then reviewed the writing pre-assessment for these
students. All fifth grade students in Georgia are given this assessment during
the first two weeks of school. Students are given one of two prompts for
writing a persuasive essay. Using the state writing rubric, I analyzed those
samples. I then administered an attitude survey to the fifth grade students.
Using the surveys for my sample group, I made a graph of my findings. I
interviewed the two fifth grade writing teachers to determine a baseline for
their feelings and preparedness for teaching through writing workshop. I
continued to have weekly conversations with the teachers. Throughout the
study I observed and worked with both teachers and students during writing
workshop. At the end of the study I gave the students another writing
assessment and another attitude survey and compared the results.
Teacher Interviews
My interviews with teachers were very informal. I used open-ended
questions to guide the conversation in the hopes of getting more thoughtful
answers that were not being led by my questioning techniques. In the
preplanning interview I used these questions:
1.

In what ways did your balanced literacy training prepare you for
teaching Writers’ Workshop in your classroom?
a. Teacher 1 – It made me realize that they need more time to
write and collect “seed ideas” for entries.
b. Teacher 2 – It was a very different way of teaching than
I was used to. I had to change the way I was teaching and
integrate the grammar skills within writing.
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2.

What barriers do you have to overcome before you can begin Writers’
Workshop?
a. Teacher 1 – We did not have writing journals on our supply
list last year so we are hoping parents will send them in.
b. Teacher 2 – Finding the time to plan. Everything was new
and I was starting completely over. I could not use plans from
last year.

3.

What’s working for you as you implement Writers’ Workshop?
a. Teacher 1 – Modeling. The students try to copy you. Using
the mentor texts to demonstrate good writing also helps. The
students try to use those strategies in their own writing.
b. Teacher 2 – Students are more eager to write now.

4.

How do you feel about your students as writers?
a. Teacher 1 – They can’t write. They are low in all the skills
necessary to writing.
b. Teacher 2 – They can’t write. I am amazed at how little they
know about writing when they get to fifth grade.

5.

In what ways can I support you as you begin to teach writing through
Writers’ Workshop?
a. Teacher 1 – I need you to model different craft lessons and
help me select mentor texts I can use to model good writing.
b. Teacher 2 – I need you to come in and model lessons, help me
find books to use, and help me integrate the English skills
with writing. Also, I need help assessing writing with the
new rubric.

During the reflective conference I used the following questions to steer the
interview:
1.

Tell me about some of your successes as you worked through the
implementation of Writers’ Workshop.
a. Teacher 1 – The framework of the workshop format; minilesson, independent writing, and sharing works well. We are
writing almost every day. Students seem to enjoy writing
more.
b. Teacher 2 – I’ve noticed light bulbs coming on when they see
the relationship between stages of writing.
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2.

Tell me about some of the challenges you faced and/or are still facing.
a. Teacher 1 – It is difficult to get grades. The county has
not changed the report card or the grading requirements
to match this new method of teaching. Also, I don’t have
enough classroom space for all the students I have. Getting
around to all the students to confer with them about their
writing is also difficult.
b. Teacher 2 – Time! I’m still frustrated trying to get it all in.
The room arrangement is a challenge. I just don’t have the
space. I’ve had to ban questions like “How much do we have
to write?” Teaching students to revise and edit…

3.

How have your students grown as writers.
a. Teacher 1 – They are writing more, but we still have a long
way to go.
b. Teacher 2 – The pre-assessment showed that they were not
able to write. I have seen improvement. They are more eager
to write and are writing longer.

4.

What are your overall feelings about Writers’ Workshop as the way to
teach writing to fifth grade students?
a. Teacher 1 – They seem to enjoy writing this way. Most of
them like to share. They also like being able to talk first and
brainstorm ideas with each other. I am still concerned about
spending all this time on writing and not being able to get all
my grades.
b. Teacher 2 – I have a hard time understanding how they are
supposed to be writing all the time. I’m still concerned that I
am not teaching enough.
Analysis of teacher interviews: The teachers expressed frustration
about many of the aspects of implementing Writers’ Workshop. Time and
the amount of paperwork were the main concerns. Using the state rubric to
assess writing is very time consuming and cannot even be used for the county
grading requirements. At this point in the interview I asked them about their
own personal writing. One teacher just laughed. Both teachers indicated that
they did not have the time or the energy to write at the end of the day. Since
some of the philosophy behind writing workshop is based in the teachers’
willingness to struggle as a writer, I am concerned about the impact this will
have on the knowledge about how and what to teach students. (This ties into
what Teacher 2 expressed on question 5.) Overall, it’s very difficult to get
everything in. They also felt that it was harder to determine if they were
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covering everything. It was much easier to just go through the teachers’ edition
page by page. Yet overall, they were seeing the results in student writing and
planned to continue teaching through Writers’ Workshop this year.
Student Attitude Surveys
I conducted student writing attitude surveys before and after my study.
This instrument contained both a Likert scale of ten statements using “Rarely,
Sometimes, and Usually” as the criteria. I then asked five questions. The first
related to time spent writing and was a multiple-choice question. The other
four were open-ended questions.
1. I enjoy writing at home.
a. Pretest – 28% of students indicated that they rarely enjoyed
writing at home; 62% indicated sometimes and only 10%
chose usually.
b. Posttest – 24% of students chose rarely, 38% chose
sometimes, and 38% chose usually.
Analysis: This reflected a shift towards more frequent enjoyment
of writing at home. The percentage of students who chose rarely
decreased by 4% but the students who shifted from sometimes to
usually increased by 28%.
2.

I like writing in school.
a. Pretest – Again, 28% of students indicated that they rarely
liked writing in school. 41% indicated that they sometimes
liked writing and 31% chose usually.
b. Posttest – 28% of students chose rarely, 48% chose
sometimes and 24% chose usually.
Analysis: This reflected a subtle shift downwards in the amount of
students who liked to write in school. While conferring with students
during the study, many told me there was not enough time to write.
They would just get into it and have to stop. It took them a lot of time
to think of what to write.

3.

I think writing is boring.
a. Pretest – 31% rarely thought that writing was boring, 48%
said it is sometimes boring, and 21% said it is usually boring.
b. Posttest – 45% of students now rarely think writing is
boring. 34% think it is sometimes boring and usually
remained exactly the same at 21%.
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Analysis: There was a 14% increase in the amount of students that
think writing is rarely boring. Again, in conferring with students
during workshop time they indicated that they liked being able to
choose what they wanted to write about.
4.

I don’t know what to write about.
a. Pretest – 31% indicated that this was rarely true for them.
48% indicated that it was sometimes true and 21% indicated it
was usually true.
b. Posttest – 24% thought that this was rarely true. 66%
indicated that it was sometimes true and 10% indicated that it
was usually true.
Analysis: Again, I am seeing a slight increase in the number of
students who are able to find things to write about. This can be
attributed to the fact that they are allowed to choose their own
topics. During Writers’ Workshop students are encouraged to talk,
brainstorm, and share stories. Often one student’s story makes another
student think of something in their own lives.

5.

I don’t know how to write stories.
a. Pretest – 34% indicated that they rarely felt this way. 42%
said they sometimes felt like this, 24% said they usually felt
that they didn’t know how to write stories.
b. Posttest – 69% rarely felt that they didn’t know how to write
stories. 21% sometimes felt this way, and 10% usually felt this
way.
Analysis: This statement showed the most significant gain in my
study. An increase of 35 % shows that students believe they know how
to write stories.
I feel that a lot of this increase is due to the fact that during writers’
workshop students collect “entries” everything is not scored. Specific
commentary is given by the teacher and other students to the writer
to improve his writing without the threat of grades.

6.

I don’t know how to make my writing sound better.
a. Pretest – 34% rarely felt that they did not know how to make
their writing sound better. 45% sometimes felt this way and
21% usually felt like this.
b. Posttest – 21% rarely felt that they did not know how to
make their writing sound better, 62% sometimes felt this was
a problem and 10% felt it was usually a problem for them.
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Analysis: The change in response to this question indicates to me that
the students are becoming aware of themselves as writers. 13% of
students moved from the rarely to the sometimes option. 62% now
sometimes feel that there is more to learn. Through the use of mentor
texts they are becoming familiar with techniques that good writers
use. They are experimenting in their own writing but often do not
have the skill or the vocabulary necessary to make it work for them.
7.

I like to share my writing with others.
a. Pretest – 34% of students rarely like to share their writing,
41% sometimes like to share and 24% usually like to share.
b. Posttest – 31% of students rarely like to share their writing,
38% sometimes like to share and 31% usually like to share.
Analysis: This score stayed fairly consistent between the pre- and
posttests. Although there was a slight increase in the students’
willingness to share which might be attributed to the quality of the
writing, I think it is more likely that the format of Writers’ Workshop
expects sharing in some way to be part of the process of writing.

8.

I choose to write in my spare time.
a. Pretest – 38 % of students said that they rarely choose to
write in their spare time when there are other more “fun”
things to do. 52% said they sometimes chose to write in their
spare time. 10% indicated that they usually choose to write
during their spare time.
b. Posttest – 28% of students said that they rarely choose to
write during their spare time, 38% said they sometime choose
this, 34% said they usually choose this.
Analysis: This score showed the students have a greater interest in
writing in their spare time than they did at the beginning of the
study. The rarely score decreased by 10% while the usually score
increased by 24%. There can be many reasons for this increase. It
can be because Writers’ Workshop puts a greater value on writing
than other methods. Another explanation is that Writers’ Workshop
acknowledges what the student has to say as worthwhile. It may be
because the students know they will receive constructive feedback on
their writing. It might be attributed to the frustration some students
are feeling about not having enough time to write in school (see
Question 2). It may be a combination of any or all of these factors.
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9.

I keep a journal.
a. Pretest – At the beginning of the study 38% of students
rarely kept a journal. 24% said they sometimes wrote in one
and 38% said they kept one.
b. Posttest – At the conclusion of the study 24% of students
rarely kept a journal. 34% said they now sometimes wrote in
one and 42% of students responded that they now usually
wrote in a journal.
Analysis: As I examine the responses to this statement, I am upset
with the way I phrased the statement. The statement is too vague. Did
I mean at home? Was I counting the writers’ notebook as a journal? If
so, then my response on the post test should have been 100% usually
because every student keeps a writers’ notebook. So I was somewhat
disappointed at the results of this question.

10. I think of myself as a writer.
a. Pretest – 45% of students rarely looked at themselves
as writers. 41% sometimes felt this way, and 14% usually
thought of themselves as writers.
b. Posttest – 42% of students rarely looked at themselves as
writers. 42% sometimes felt this way and 18% usually saw
themselves as writers.
Analysis: Again, I was disappointed in the lack of change in responses
between the pre- and posttest. To me, this question epitomized the
intent of my study: to change the attitudes of the students towards
writing. I want the students to see themselves as writers. I believe it is
only through internalizing our attitudes about writing that we will see
significant change.
The other five questions were:
1.

How often in a week do you write for pleasure? (not assigned work)
• Pretest – 39% - less than once, 53% - 2-3 times, 8% more
than 4 times
• Posttest – 18% - less than once, 63% - 2-3 times, 18% more
than 4 times
Analysis: There was an increase in the amount of students engaging in
writing for pleasure in their spare time.
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2.

What kinds of things do you like to write about?
• Pretest - Answers included myself, my friends, my family,
school, and my pets
• Posttest – Answers included all of the above, but there
was also a shift towards more creative writing. Students
indicated writing poems, funny stories, scary stories, actions
stories and fantasy.
Analysis: I believe that students are being exposed to more genres of
writing.
3.
4.
5.

One thing I can do to become a better writer is…
One thing that is a barrier to my writing is…
One thing my teacher can do to help me with writing is…

The answers to the last three questions overwhelmingly mentioned time
as the number one factor: the need to spend more time writing to become
a better writer.
One thing that is a barrier to writing is not having enough time either
in school or at home. One thing their teacher can do better is to provide
time. Other answers that appeared frequently for all three questions were
students want feedback on their writing. They don’t know the right
words to say what they want to say and need teachers to help them with
that. Noise and talking frequently get in the way of writing.
Writing Assessment
Writing assessments were given at the beginning and end of my research.
Students were asked to write to a prompt. They were given a 90 minute period
to develop a piece of writing and take it though the stages of the writing
process. I must note here that the first prompt was in the persuasive genre and
the second in the narrative genre. This pacing was predetermined by the fifth
grade writing checklist and I did not want to create more work for students or
teachers with my research. The samples were scored using the state rubric for
writing at fifth grade. The rubric evaluated writing on levels 1 to 5 in the areas
of ideas, organization, style and conventions. Many of the writing samples
received an automatic level one score because of the brevity of the piece.
There was simply not enough there to score. The following are the results and
analysis of the assessment:
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•

Ideas
o

•

Organization
o Pretest – 38% of students scored level 1, 34% scored level 2,
24% scored level 3, 3% scored level 4 and no one scored level
5 in organization.
o Posttest – 3% of students scored level 1, 28% scored at level
2, 62% scored at level 3, 10% scored at level 4 and no one
scored at level 5.
Analysis: Organization in writing consists of using an introduction,
body, and clear conclusion within their writing piece. On the pretest,
most of the students did not include an introduction and/or a clear
conclusion. However, on the posttest, most students displayed a
rudimentary understanding of these three parts. They were also
more able to keep related thoughts together in their writing which
was not evident on the pretest.

•

Style
o

Pretest – 41% of students scored level 1 on the state rubric,
8% scored level 2, 8% score level 3 and 3% scored level 4. No
one score level 5.
o Posttest – Zero percent scored level 1 on the state rubric,
34% scored level 2, 59% scored level 3 and 7% scored level 4.
No one scored level 5.
Analysis: Since “Ideas” is weighted at 40% of the total score, we
worked with the students at getting their thoughts down on the paper.
During workshop we provided time for the students to tell stories
orally. Through this storytelling activity students were able to “feed
off ” one another by connecting situations and experiences of other
students to their own lives.

Pretest – 20% of students scored at level 1, 45% of students
scored level 2, 28% scored at level 3 and 7% of students
scored at level 4. No one scored at level 5.
o Posttest – Zero percent of students scored at level 1, 41% of
students scored at level 2, 45% of students scored at level 3,
14% scored at level 4 and no one scored at level 5.
Analysis: This was the area that scored the highest on the pretest.
Student writing was beginning to show the “voice” of the writer.
As they progressed through Writers’ Workshop we modeled more
effective leads to hook readers into their story. We also spent several
lessons on word choice, using strong verbs and more description.
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There was a greater awareness of this craft in the writing on the
posttest.
•

Conventions
o Pretest – 38% of students scored at level 1, 31% scored at
level 2, 28% scored at level 3, 3% scored at level 4 and no one
scored at level 5.
o Posttest – Zero percent of students scored at level 1, 34% of
students scored at level 2, 55% of students scored at level 3,
10% of students scored at level 4 and no one scored at level 5.
Analysis: It was almost as if students saw writing as separate from
grammar on the pretest. It appeared they made no effort to use any of
the grammar rules they had learned in the previous five years. Simple
words were misspelled. Sentences were not complete and certainly not
complex. On the posttest there were fewer sentence fragments and
run-on sentences. There were also some attempts at more complex
sentence structure.

CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to examine the implications of
implementing writers’ workshop in a departmentalized fifth grade setting and
to evaluate the effectiveness of this methodology on student attitude and test
scores. Scores for the school year 2006-2007 reflected that 43% of our students
did not meet the state standard for writing and only 3% of our students
exceeded the standards. We realized that we had to take drastic measures to
improve our student writing and decided to try a workshop approach.
Teachers need more time, training, and resources to make Writers’ Workshop
work.
Although I believe my teachers did all they could to embrace this style of
teaching, they became frustrated at the amount of time and effort it took to
implement. Writers’ Workshop requires an hour daily to fully execute. They
could not afford to give this amount of time just to writing. They also had
difficulty successfully integrating the English curriculum into the writers’
workshop and had to take time out to do that. Although the Writing Workshop
method of instruction aligns beautifully with the Georgia Performance
Standards, the Bibb County grading requirements have not changed to match
this new practice. This difference sends mixed messages to the teachers about
what the county really wants them to do. In my conversations with the teachers
it became apparent that the one week of summer training was not enough for
102

Implications of Writer’s Workshop
them to feel successful. During follow-up sessions, teachers became frustrated
when the consultants could not resolve the matter of grades. As a result
teachers were only implementing writing workshop two or three times a week
instead of the daily commitment it requires. The teachers also did not see
themselves as writers and did not have the time to write daily.
Students’ attitudes towards writing have improved.
As I examined the results of the student attitude survey, I found that their
attitudes about writing had improved significantly. Many mentioned that they
wanted to spend more time writing. Although many students commented that
they liked to choose their own topics when writing, many were still dependent
on the teacher to provide a prompt.
Quality of student writing has improved.
The result of the state writing rubric showed that students were indeed
writing longer. They also expressed more “voice” in their writing. In fact,
posttest scores reflected that students were becoming more proficient in their
writing ability in all four areas (Ideas, Organization, Style, and Conventions).
The majority of student scores shifted from levels 1 and 2 on the pretest to
levels 2, 3, and 4 on the posttest.
RECOMMENDATIONS
As a result of this study, I recommend the following actions be
taken to insure the success of Writers’ Workshop as the methodology to
teaching writing in fifth grade: Bibb County should review their policy on
departmentalization in elementary schools in order to provide more time
for writing; funding needs to be allocated for collaborative planning time, to
provide mentor texts for each writing teacher, and to provide release time to
observe a fully functioning Writers’ Workshop classroom; and more training
should be supplied for writing teachers through a book study on Writers’
Workshop and the continued support of an instructional coach. In addition,
I recommend that the writing teachers continue to give Writers’ Workshop
their best effort throughout this year. Hopefully, these early positive results will
be replicated on the state writing assessment in May. I also recommend that
both Heritage Elementary School and Bibb County continue this initiative for
several years before trying a different method.
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Appendix A: Comparison of Pre- and Posttests
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Appendix B: Attitude Surveys
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Appendix C: Georgia Grade 5 Writing Assessment Scoring Rubrics
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